This article discusses the play activities that are used in primary English classes in a city in Vietnam. Video recording the classes and interviewing the teachers show that various play activities, for example, bingo, miming, hangman, and TPR (Total Physical Response) activities were employed in these classes. Through the play activities, students practiced vocabulary, simple grammatical structures, and language skills such as listening and speaking. In addition, the students learned to follow game rules, support team members, and lead when necessary. Based on the practical values of play activities, the paper provides suggestions on how to use specific play activities in primary English classes, the language skills / areas to be targeted at with play activities, and how to manage the play activities.
Play is also considered as experiential learning (Verenikina, Harris, & Lysaght, 2003) ; when children participate in play activities, they subconsciously self-reflect and develop abstract thinking as well as social communication skills. In play activities, children learn and have to abide by rules but also feel free to express their emotions. According to Bodrova and Leong (2001) , play provides a unique context where children can develop the ability to self-regulate their behavior at the highest attainable level.
The former are usually explicit, but the latter are typically implicit. Children are expected to know the general rules and roles in play activities (Bodrova & Leong, 2001 ).
Play in language learning. Play activities are described in different ways in language learning. They can be small-group discussions, games, and skits in which the creative and playful use of language is facilitated (Pomerantz & Bell, 2007) . They can also use music, games, and TPR (Total Physical Response) activities, verbal play, vocabulary building, talking to oneself in the classroom, or even creating "crazy" sentences such as, "The octopus ate the giant purple banana" (Bacha, 2011, Play section, para. 3) .
There are various reasons to use play in language learning. Play provides a rich, complex environment for learning with both form-focused and meaning-focused activities (Cook, 1997) . Play includes types of games which are beneficial in many ways both for learning and the emotions of learners (Gee, 2008) . In Gee's (2008) point of view, play promotes sharing knowledge, collaboration, and problem solving; players become the owners of their actions and language and can situate meanings of words from actions, images, interaction, and the participation of others.
Discussing play in more detail, Cook (2000) has said that play in language learning is classified into two groups: patterned sound and pragmatic contextualized meaning. The first group contains verse, speech, and semantic meaning, while the second shows the interaction between interlocutors. Pomerantz and Bell (2007) argued that language play is necessary for language production in EFL classrooms. Instances of spontaneous, creative language play help learners practice various vocabulary and sentence structures. In addition, humorous moments in play provide opportunities for participants to use language, contributing to the growth of learners' communicative ability in general. Language play is fun and commonly marked overtly by laughter or other signs of enjoyment. In classrooms where play with language happens, class members develop a sense of community and construct a play frame around utterances or interactions (Sullivan, 2000) .
In this study, a play activity refers to the actions and language used in learning English by young learners. It could be each member in the class using words to make a sentence when it is his / her turn to do this in competition with another member, acting out a song, or calling out a word starting with a letter of the alphabet. In these play activities, students usually have fun learning simple words and grammar structures or practicing language skills.
Primary English in Vietnam
English at the primary level in Vietnam has been neglected for years, although English has gained popularity in this country since the Doi Moi (innovation) Policy in the 1980s.
According to the Vietnam's Ministry of Education and Training (2010) , Vietnam has a high demand for teachers of English for primary schools (the ministry claims that by 2020 all Grade 3 students will have to study English). However, at present, only a few pedagogical junior colleges and universities in Vietnam offer courses to train English teachers at the primary level. As a result, Vietnam severely lacks primary English teachers (Minh, 2011; Tran & Tran, 2011) . Nguyen (2011) revealed that some private schools in the larger cities in Vietnam have started to offer English courses for Grade 1 learners for as many as 12 periods per week; however, the practice of teaching and learning English at the primary level varies across the regions of the country.
Recently, the Ministry of Education and Training launched a project for the period up to 2020 (Vietnamese Ministry of Education and Training, 2010) to improve the competence of primary English teachers and so promote the effectiveness of learning in young learners. In 2010, a pilot English primary program was implemented with four 40-minute periods per week starting from Grade 3 (Nguyen, 2011) . In the city where this study was carried out, students learn English from Grade 1 to Grade 5, and the number of periods for English ranges from 2 periods to 4. Each school has certain English textbooks for primary English learners, published either abroad or in Vietnam. Apart from learning English at school, students can go to English language centers for extra English lessons. Learning at the centers focuses on topics similar to those taught in primary schools.
The Study
Given that primary English in Vietnam is highly important but neglected, and that play has an influential role in English learning, it is worth investigating how play, specifically, physical games, language games, and verbal language play, is used in primary English classrooms in an area of Vietnam and which language skills or areas are targeted. The research questions of this study are thus: 1. How are play activities employed in primary English classes in Vietnam? 2. What do learners practice with these play activities?
Participants
To collect data, 11 groups of primary English learners at an English language center in Vietnam and 11 teachers teaching at the center were invited to take part in the study. The number of students in each class varied from 8 to 20. The students who came to the English center were from Grade 1 to Grade 6 in various primary schools in a city in Vietnam. They studied twice a week, and they had been studying at this center for periods ranging from about 2 months to 2 years. The teachers had graduated from university with a bachelor's degree in English, specializing in English pedagogy or interpretation. One teacher has a master's degree in TESOL. They had been teaching English at the primary level for at least 3 months. Some had up to two years of experience of teaching at this level. The teachers are all female, and about 65% of their students are also female.
Data Collection
Video recording and interviews were the two main data collection tools. The researcher recorded the activities in which the teachers facilitated learners' play (e.g., games, TPR activities, language play with sounds and vocabulary). Recording was conducted for a period of 2 weeks. Six teachers out of the 11 working at the center, teaching a total of 11 classes, were recorded. Only play activities were recorded for data analysis. Each recording lasted from 5 to 19 minutes. The researcher asked for consent from the classroom teachers to video record the classes and arranged with the classroom teachers when to do the recording to ensure that the normal classroom process was not altered. The play activities were part of the teaching and learning in these classes. They were not set up for research purposes.
Interviews with the six participant teachers who taught the 11 classes mentioned above were conducted after the video recordings. The interviews were in English and, when necessary, in Vietnamese to ensure a smooth flow of ideas. Any Vietnamese language used was translated into English by the researcher. Each interview lasted about 10 minutes and was conducted at the teacher's convenience. The interviews were facilitated with interview questions prepared in English (Appendix A). The play activities listed in the interview questions came from a teacher-training guide for motivating learning from the British Council (2009) . When all data were collected, the researcher viewed the video recordings and described the play activities seen. All the video descriptions were compiled according to classes and dated (see Appendix B for a sample video recording description).
Findings and Discussion Play Activities in Primary English Classes
Although play is a common activity in primary classes because of its many benefits (Cook, 1997; Shipley, 2008; Sorensen & Meyer, 2007) , there is no fixed recipe for how frequently teachers should employ play in the classroom. The type and frequency of the play activities reported by the interviewed teachers are presented in Table 1 . Acting out a song 6
Feely bag game 5
Pretend game 5
Creating "crazy" sentences 4
What's missing? 3
What number is it? 1
The first four kinds of play activities, bingo, miming, TPR activities, and vocabulary building, were reported to be used by nearly all the interviewed teachers. This could be because these activities are common and easy to apply in primary classrooms. The teachers could also have been familiar with them or trained to use them. Moreover, these activities do not require much preparation by teachers. For example, teachers can at any time during their class ask students to search for words from a piece of paper and call out "bingo" when they have found all the words or just to mime an action without using language.
When interviewed, the teachers also said that they employed other play activities not mentioned in the list. For example, Teacher A pointed out that she used various musical toys to help students have fun. Her class occasionally also made animal sounds, listed words by groups, and played a dice game. Teacher B said she asked her students to make up songs with words, make a song from sentences, and draw pictures from words she gave them. Teacher C said her class enjoyed dice games, crosswords, and noughts and crosses. Teacher D used games on the computer, especially Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? Teacher E reported that she asked her students to retell the words written on pieces of paper in a box and used ball passing to play with vocabulary. Teacher F described the use of a dice game and "Simon Says." Teacher F also asked her students to create funny portraits and play crosswords. In the interviews, the teachers said that play activities came from university and graduate courses, colleagues, classmates, and the Internet, or were made by themselves. Overall, the interviews and video recordings indicated the teachers' creativity in teaching young learners.
When asked how often they used play activities in their classes, all of the teachers said they used them in every lesson and at different stages. Two added that they used play activities to cheer students up when the classroom atmosphere seemed tired. Two others reported they often used play activities as warm-ups. One emphasized that she considered students' levels and attitudes to choose play activities for her class. To manage play activities, all the teachers interviewed remarked that they involved the whole class in play activities for the warm-up stage. Four added that they had play activities in the warm-up and production stages. Two teachers said they had play activities in the practice stage.
The video recordings of 11 classes show that all the play activities started with instructions mainly in Vietnamese. Few teachers used English alone to explain what students needed to pay attention to. Teachers sometimes provided models involving students. In summary, play activities were used in all lessons, with patterns varying according to teachers' preferences. The activities were executed with instructions, rules, and models.
Skills / Language Areas Practiced in Play Activities
The 11 video recordings were viewed and the observed play described in categories: play activities, language practice, language skills, and other skills involved in the play activities. Table 2 presents a summary of the recordings. The teacher played music and students passed the doll. When the teacher paused the music at different intervals, the student who had the doll had to do something as asked by the teacher or classmates.
Asking and answering questions from the teacher and other students in the class
Listening to songs and chants
Being alert to promptly do the action as required
The video recordings show that by participating in play activities, the students reviewed vocabulary, spelling, and pronunciation, and practiced listening and speaking skills as well. On the social level, they demonstrated team spirit and competition, and also abided by rules.
Why Teachers Used Play
In the interviews, the teachers gave different opinions about why they used play activities in their classes. All the teachers agreed that students had fun with play activities, which stimulated and motivated them. The teachers also pointed out that students learned and remembered words and simple sentence structures longer. Teacher D said, "Play activities help students remember words used in the play activities, love teachers more, and have more rapport with the teacher." Similarly, Teacher F added, "Play activities create a relaxing learning atmosphere and build confidence and team spirits." Play activities also gave students practice in speaking and presenting skills as well as pronunciation (Teachers A and B). Teacher C elaborated, "In play activities, students learn imperatives and remember lessons longer. Furthermore, shy students are encouraged in play activities." Teachers B and F remarked, "Students practice speaking at the basic level and learn social skills such as group work, leadership skills, and competition." Reflecting a broader sense, Teacher D noted, "In play, students also learn cultures and festivals of English speaking countries, which stimulate curiosity and interest of students in learning English." Conclusion Play in teaching young learners is highly recommended, especially in language learning and teaching for learning form and meaning (Cook, 1997) and for enhancing the emotions, shared intelligence, and collaborative skills of learners (Gee, 2008) . The current study shows that students had fun playing and reviewing and remembering words from previous lessons. They learned to support each other and compete just for fun. All the students looked cheerful in the video recordings, perhaps because play activities do not create tension and challenge children to think beyond their level. They are just for fun and practice. This paper reports the findings of a small-scale study which cannot be generalized; however, where contexts are similar, the following suggestions are offered regarding kinds of play activities to be employed and how to use them to target certain skills and language areas in primary English classes.
Classroom teachers can employ available games, such as hot seat, dice game, shark attack, and hangman, but vary the content to match specific lessons. Primary teachers may even make up play activities. They may also ask students to compete for an object, for example, a toy bear, a ball, or a flower. Such simple games will make the class a fun environment for learning. Play activities can be used as warm-ups, at the production stage, or at any other stage of the lesson, provided that they engage students in a learning task. The time for each play activity should vary from 5 to 15 minutes. In conducting a play activity, teachers need to give instructions, model the activity, and check students' understanding of the rules. In addition, encouraging competition between students in games by giving prizes and fun punishments (e.g., losers have to sing a song or skip around the classroom, as requested by the winners) will make students more excited.
At the primary level, students taking part in play activities practice listening, speaking, and writing skills. They seldom read when playing, but they review vocabulary and grammatical structures. The students could have learned these language areas and skills in previous lessons, or they could learn these new skills from participating and observing other students. Either way, the students reinforce or practice targeted skills.
The study focused on the play activities at an English center and explored how they were employed and for what purposes. It did not go as far as looking at each transcript to compare the language used by young learners to make recommendations concerning various learning opportunities which different types of play activities can offer. Perhaps a future study is needed to investigate what, in specific terms of language, primary students learn through play activities. Such a study would need to take place over a longer period of time, recording students in several play activities.
Play not only stimulates the learning process but also makes teaching less daunting. With play activities, teachers adopt a different role. They, to some extent, move away from the traditional image of a teacher just giving knowledge, because they have created a fun way for students to learn through mental and physical involvement. In this process, teachers become participants and organizers. Therefore, to meet the need of young learners to learn in a relaxing atmosphere, teachers should have a collection of games and use them flexibly. For primary teachers to be equipped with knowledge about play and how to use it effectively, it is important that they seek out activities and, even more importantly, are trained systematically in their courses at college or university on how to use games and other play activities. 
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